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LET  THE  STATE  BE  THE  STATE 

"Be  subject  for  the  Lord's  sake  to  every 
human  institution 3  whether  it  be  to  the 
emperor  as  supreme,   or  to  governors  as 
sent  by  him  to  punish  those  who  do  wrong 
and  to  praise  those  who  do  right. " 

I  Peter  2:13,14 


In  John  Updike's  novel,  Rabbit  Redux,  there  is  a 
slice  of  dialogue  that  runs  like  this  -  with  a  certain 
expletive  deleted:   "Stavros  says  to  Rabbit,  fI  see 
the  decal  you  put  on  your  old  Falcon.'   'What's  wrong 
with  it?'  he  asks  them  both.   'It's  our  flag  isn't 
it?'   'It's  somebody's  flag,'  Stavros  says.   'But  not 
yours,  huh?'   'Harry  gets  fanatical  about  this,' 
Janice  warns,   'I  don't  get  fanatical,  I  just  get  a 
little  sad  about  people  who  come  over  here  to  make  a 
fat  buck  — '   'I  was  born  here,'  Stavros  quickly  says. 
'So  was  my  father.1   ' — and  then  knock  the  flag,' 
Rabbit  continues,  'like  it's  some  piece  of  toilet 
paper . '   'A  flag  is  a  flag.   It's  just  a  piece  of 
clotho '   But  Harry  answers,  'It's  more  than  just  a 
piece  of  cloth  to  me.'"  _1. 

Patriotism  is  a  lively  subject  in  this  Republic 
just  now.   As  our  nation  nears  its  two  hundredth  birth- 
day we  will  have  occasion  to  re-live  salient  episodes 
of  the  past.   There  will  be  no  shortage  of  books, 
sermons,  speeches,  films,  television  documentaries, 
souvenirs,  celebrations  and  parades. 

The  last  time  I  saw  the  Mayor  of  Philadelphia  he 
was  headed  for  Washington,  D.C.  to  get  the  original 
Declaration  of  Independence  from  the  Library  of  Congress 
in  order  that  it  might  be  displayed  in  the  city  of 
its  birthl 

If  it  does  no  more  for  us,  the  Bicentennial 
should  dispose  us  to  search  out  again  the  relationship 
between  the  Christian  and  the  State.   Do  we  ignore  the 
State  on  the  grounds  that  our  major  interests  are 


spiritual  not  temporal?  Do  we  rush  to  bless  the  State 
on  the  grounds  that  loyalty  to  country  is  a  Christian 
virtue?  Do  we  work  for  the  dissolution  of  the  State 
on  the  grounds  that  it  fails  so  many  of  its  people? 
What  should  our  posture  be? 


As  long  as  the  earliest  Christians  believed  that 
Jesus  would  return  any  minute  they  had  little  reason 
to  consider  their  relationship  to  the  State.   But  the 
end  did  not  come  as  they  had  expected.   The  interval 
between  the  comings  was  longer  than  they  thought. 
Household  codes  would  not  suffice.   Now  they  would 
have  to  take  cognizance  of  the  State  and  lots  of 
other  realities. 

To  help  in  this  regard,  many  of  the  New  Testament 
Letters  were  written.   Among  them  was  the  Catholic 
Epistle  known  as  First  Peter.   In  that  warmly  pastoral 
letter  Christian  relationships  are  addressed.   When 
it  came  to  the  State,  Peter  had  this  to  say:   "Be 
subject  for  the  Lord's  sake  to  every  human  institu- 
tion, whether  it  be  to  the  emperor  as  supreme,  or  to 
governors  as  sent  by  him  to  punish  those  who  do 
wrong  and  to  praise  those  who  do  right." 

The  keynote  here  is  "subjection."   Subjection 
not  to  the  emperor  as  a  person  but  rather  to  the 
emperor  as  an  individual  who  represented  a  certain 
indispensable  function  in  society.   This  counsel  is 
corroborated  by  St.  Paul  in  the  famous  passage  in  his 
Roman  Letter:   "Let  every  person  be  subject  to  the 
governing  authorities.   For  there  is  no  authority 
except  from  God,  and  those  that  exist  have  been 
instituted  by  God.   Therefore,  he  who  resists  the 
authorities  resists  what  God  has  appointed,  and  those 
who  resist  will  incur  judgment."   (Rom.  13:1,2) 

By  a  strict  interpretation  of  this  counsel  the 
American  revolution  would  not  have  taken  place  and  we 
would  still  be  a  colony  of  Britain. 

Subjection,  however,  is  not  the  whole  story  and 
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it  is  most  unfortunate  that  when  Christians  contem- 
plate their  relationship  to  the  State  they  tend  to  think 
only  of  subjection.   (Especially  if  they  happen  to  be 
well  off  and  thus  conservative.) 

The  same  Peter  who  gave  us  the  letter  from  which 
our  text  is  taken,  gave  us  another  word  on  the  sub- 
ject.  The  early  Christians  found  themselves  in  trouble 
in  Jerusalem.   They  were  brought  before  the  Council 
where  a  spokesman  for  the  ruling  power  said ,  "We 
strickly  charged  you  not  to  teach  in  this  name,  yet 
here  you  have  filled  Jerusalem  with  your  teaching  and 
you  intend  to  bring  this  man's  blood  upon  us."  But 
Peter  and  the  apostles  answered,  "We  must  obey  God 
rather  than  men."   (Acts  5:28,29)   The  emphasis  is  on 
respect,  subjection  and  submission.  Yet,  there  is 
also  this  instance  of  resistance  when  that  which  the 
State  required  ran  counter  to  the  will  of  God. 

But  why  this  emphasis  on  subjection  at  all?  Well, 
for  one  thing,  the  counsel  to  submit  was  good  advice 
because  the  church  in  those  times  had  very  little 
chance  of  effecting  change.   They  were  so  pathetically 
few  in  number  and  so  poorly  placed  that  a  counsel  to 
vigorous  participation  in  government  would  have  been 
a  counsel  towards  destruction. 

In  that  time  there  was  very  little  historic  con- 
sciousness.  It  was  just  assumed  that  the  framework 
within  which  one  lived  was  there  as  an  unalterable 
given.   People  did  not  question  that  framework  anymore 
than  a  fish  would  question  water.   History  was  a 
divinely  ordered  arrangement.   That  has  changed  and 
changed  markedly  in  recent  times.   As  William  Coats,  a 
brilliant  contemporary  Episcopal  analyst,  has  put  it, 
"It  is  neither  fate  nor  science  that  condemns  men  and 
women  to  impotence  and  despair;  it  is  the  workings  of 
other  men  and  women,  operating  as  others  have  before 
them,  in  the  interest  of  greed  and  power."  2^ 


The  emphasis  on  submission  in  the  early  church 
was  furthered  also  by  a  sense  that  this  was  what  God 


-  3  - 


wished.   Government  was  seen  as  an  order  of  creation  — 
even  though  that  term  as  such  does  not  appear  in  the 
New  Testament.   Its  purpose  was  to  punish  wrong  and 
encourage  the  right.   That  is,  it  had  a  moral  quality. 
The  citizens  were  to  be  seen  as  something  more  than 
economic  units  in  the  nation. 

"Punish  those  who  do  wrong."   This  reflects  a 
realistic  view  of  human  nature.   The  State  has  the 
right  to  execute  retributive  justice.   Let  no  concern 
on  our  part  for  the  rehabilitation  of  the  criminal 
obscure  the  need  in  this  or  any  other  society  for 
retributive  justice  fairly  administered.   If  people 
do  not  get  justice  in  the  courts  they  will  seek  it 
on  their  own  in  the  streets! 

There  is  a  need  in  our  time  for  a  stronger  view 
of  government  on  the  part  of  Christians.   Some  in  the 
church,  in  the  interest  of  showing  their  liberality, 
can  be  heard  opting  for  a  weak  or  low  view  of  the 
State.   But  we  dare  not  devise  a  State  so  weak  that  it 
cannot  cope  with  deeply  entrenched  evil  and  cleverly 
incorporated  avarice. 

The  other  function  of  the  State  as  an  order  of 
creation  is  to  reward  the  good.   The  State  has  an 
enormous  capacity  through  bestowing  and  withholding 
praise  to  affirm  the  values  of  a  society.   The  State 
has  the  power  to  reward  and  finance,  promote  and 
advance,  honor,  feature  and  celebrate  that  which  is 
worthy  of  human  life.   In  this  context  we  are  to  be 
subject  for  the  Lord's  sake. 

The  plea  for  subjection  was  made,  moreover,  be- 
cause those  early  Christians  deep  down  inside  did  not 
believe  that  the  State  had  any  ultimate  power.   It  is 
interesting  that  St.  Paul  never  spent  much  time 
addressing  the  emperor.   One  would  have  thought  that 
had  he  followed  his  theology  out  to  the  end  the 
emperor  would  have  been  a  formidable  antagonist.   But 
it  may  be  that  Paul,  through  faith,  understood  that 
the  emperor  could  neither  help  nor  hinder  what  God 
was  about  in  the  world.   Ultimate  power  is  of  God! 
Therefore,  let  the  various  emperors  strut  their 
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way  across  the  stage .   At  the  end,  only  God  is  great! 

This  vision  of  the  early  church  as  to  what  God 
was  up  to  in  the  world  was  breath-taking.  Much  has 
been  written  about  "realized  eschatology."  In  simplest 
terms,  realized  eschatology  means  that  the  End  has 
already  been  revealed  and  triumphantly  so  in  Jesus 
Christ.   That  man's  destiny  is  not  the  destiny  that  an 
emperor  can  achieve  or  those  who  work  in  concert  with 
him.  Man's  destiny  ultimately  is  the  promises  of  God 
as  they  are  fulfilled  in  Jesus  Christ.   Therefore,  to 
live  in  Christ  is  to  live  from  the  End  of  history 
backwards,  as  it  were!   Paul  and  those  who  shared  the 
vision  with  him  understood  that  the  present  age  is 
perishing.   That  its  tyranny  has  been  broken.   That 
it's  just  a  matter  of  time.   The  End  had  already  come. 
"Be  subject  for  the  Lord's  sake  to  every  human  insti- 
tution, whether  it  be  to  the  emperor  as  supreme,  or 
to  governors  as  sent  by  him  to  punish  those  who  do 
wrong  and  to  praise  those  who  do  right." 


But  what  about  us?  What  should  our  posture  be? 
Unfortunately,  there  is  no  model  in  Scripture  that 
fits  our  situation.   In  the  Old  Testament,  for  example, 
after  the  tribes  came  together  to  form  a  nation  they 
rejected  the  sporadic  and  undependable  leadership  of 
the  judges  and  besought  their  high  priest  for  a  king. 
This  grieved  Samuel,  as  we  learned  in  the  early 
lesson  of  the  day.   Nonetheless,  a  king  was  chosen  and 
Saul  was  enthroned.   But  we  do  not  live  under  a  king. 

The  New  Testament  church  was  just  a  small  and 
despised  minority.   It  had  no  vote.   It  had  little 
power.   Its  wealth  was  inconspicuous.   So  we  are  not 
like  the  early  church  in  our  relationship  to  the 
State. 

We  are  not  even  at  the  point  where  the  church 
was  in  the  days  of  Constantine.   In  an  admirable  up- 
rush  of  enthusiasm  for  Jesus  he  became  a  Christian  and 
tried  to  Christianize  the  empire.  He  made  Christianity 
the  religion  of  the  State.   We  are  not  there  and,  we 
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should  add,  thank  God  we're  not. 

What  then  for  us?   I  suggest  for  a  working  phi- 
losophy -  which  could  perhaps  become  a  theology  -  that 
we  operate  under  the  banner,  "Let  the  State  be  the 
State."  Back  in  the  forties  in  the  Ecumenical  move- 
ment a  saying  spread  abroad  that  even  became  the  title 
of  a  book:   "Let  the  Church  be  the  Church."  Well, 
"Let  the  State  be  the  State."  Why  not? 


There  are  two  ways  of  understanding  this.   If  one 
emphasizes  the  first  word,  then  it  suggests  that  the 
State  has  a  right  to  be  itself.   Let  the  State  be  the 
State.   Let  it  do  its  thing.   Let  it  perform  that 
which  under  God  it  is  called  upon  to  perform.   There 
is  an  enormous  amount  of  cynicism  around  these  days. 
I  know  because  I  feel  it  in  my  own  soul.   It  is  easy 
to  hold  that  nothing  around  us  has  any  worth  at  all. 

I'm  told  that  a  veteran  sports  writer  in  this 
city  used  to  keep  a  motto  above  his  desk  that  said, 
"Very  Little  Matters,  and  Nothing  Matters  Much."  A 
lot  of  us  know  what  that  is  about.   But,  my  friends, 
the  State  does  matter.   The  State  matters  very  much, 
both  from  the  viewpoint  of  history  and  that  of  the 
Kingdom  of  God. 

We  need  human  governance.   I  have  always  been 
drawn  to  the  Mayflower  Compact,  a  document  that  ante- 
dates our  Declaration  of  Independence  by  some  150 
years.   That  document,  signed  on  the  11th  of  November, 
1620  at  Plymouth  by  forty-one  concerned  Pilgrims, 
testifies  to  the  desire  of  the  Pilgrim  Fathers  to  con- 
stitute themselves  a  body  politic  and  live  under  law. 
If  ever  a  people  had  a  chance  to  play  "each  man  for 
himself,"  they  did  as  they  stood  on  the  edge  of  a 
continent  there  for  the  taking.   But  they  voluntarily 
bound  themselves  to  a  polity. 

We  need  governance.  Surely  as  Christians  we  are 
not  looking  for  a  separate  Christian  State  within  the 
State.   We  are  not  looking  for  a  Christian  State 
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Department o   Or  a  Christian  Department  of  Agriculture 

—  even  though  what  we  have  could  be  improved  upon!   A 
Christian  Department  of  the  Treasury.   Or  a  Christian 
Militia.   We  need  governance,  and  that  in  cooperation 
with  men  and  women  of  every  persuasion  in  this  plu- 
ralistic society. 

In  my  judgment  we  need  an  even  stronger  govern- 
ment than  we've  had  because  the  power  of  the  people 
has  gradually  been  appropriated  and  supercede  by  large, 
unaccountable  corporations.  When  one  travels  in  Central 
or  South  America  he  quickly  sees  that  instead  of  the 
initials  Inc.  at  the  end  of  a  business  name,  the 
letters  SA  appear.   When  I  first  saw  those  signs  I 
wondered  why  people  kept  using  the  abbreviation  for 
South  America  after  their  businesses.   But  it  doesn't 
mean  that,  as  you  know.   It  means  an  Anonymous  Society „ 
In  a  country  in  which  there  is  more  and  more  anonymity 
at  the  corporate  level  it  is  not  less  government  over- 
sight that  is  needed  but  more. 

Let  the  State  be  the  State.   Tertullian  was  wrong 

-  he  could  not  have  been  more  wrong  -  when  he  said, 
"No  matter  is  more  alien  to  us  than  what  matters  pub- 
licly." _3.   Not  to  care  about  the  State  is  not  to  care 
about  history,  and  not  to  care  about  history  is  to 
reject  the  Biblical  view  of  reality. 

But  if  we  speak  our  watchword  with  a  different 
accent,  its  meaning  shifts.   Let  the  State  be  the 
State  —  nothing  more!   Let  the  State  be  the  State. 
Always  in  the  history  of  humanity  various  States,  no 
matter  how  nobly  intentioned,  have  sought  to  make  their 
will  the  will  for  all.   They  have  sought  to  ultimatize 
their  insights  and  procedures.   In  short,  they  have 
sought  to  play  God.   Let  the  State  be  the  State, 
nothing  more. 

Where  did  I  read  the  other  day  about  a  minister 
in  whose  Sunday  worship  services  the  congregation  is 
accustomed  to  sit  for  the  middle  hymn.   The  Fourth  of 
July  came  round,  or  some  other  national  holiday,  and 
the  middle  hymn  happened  to  be  "America  the  Beautiful." 
And  there  the  congregation  sat.   Following  the  service 
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the  padre  was  confronted  by  a  host  of  irate  laymen  who 
couldn't  understand  how  a  minister  could  be  so  unpa- 
triotic as  to  allow  the  congregation  to  be  seated  for 
"America  the  Beautiful."  How  strange  that  no  one  ever 
protested  when  the  congregation  sat  to  sing,  "Fairest 
Lord  Jesus,"  or  "Our  God,  Our  Help  In  Ages  Past." 
How  perverted  our  values  become!   Only  God  is  great! 

The  efforts  of  the  State  to  ultimatize  itself  show 
up  in  different  forms  at  different  times.   One  of  the 
ways  in  which  the  State  threatens  to  exceed  its  bounds 
in  our  land  today  is  through  the  gradual  erosion  of 
our  intermediary  institutions.   I'm  talking  about 
those  voluntary  associations  that  serve  as  a  buffer 
between  the  government  and  the  individual.   For  a  lot 
of  reasons,  most  of  them  having  to  do  with  federal 
subsidies  and  codes,  these  intermediary  institutions 
that  once  formed  the  very  heart  of  our  common  life  are 
under  threat. 

Why  can  there  not  be  in  Brooklyn  a  Lutheran  home 
for  the  aged?  Why  can  there  not  be  in  the  South 
Bronx  a  Roman  Catholic  school?  Why  can  there  not  be  in 
Pittsburg  a  viable  Presbyterian  hospital?  Why  can 
there  not  be  in  Queens  a  Jewish  orphanage?  Why  can 
there  not  be  anywhere  in  the  United  States  a  Christian 
counselling  center?  Why  must  denominational  colleges 
be  forced  to  surrender  all  that  makes  them  different 
in  order  to  survive? 

The  Legal  Aid  Society,  the  Travellers  Aid  Society, 
the  YM,  the  YW,  the  YMHA  —  all  of  these  lead  a  pre- 
carious existence  now.   The  intrusion  of  the  State  on 
their  character  and  program  is  worthy  of  our  concern. 
Without  such  intermediary  institutions  it  is  likely 
we  would  drift  into  an  arid  Statism  in  which  conformity 
is  king.   Let  the  State  be  the  State  —  and  nothing 
more. 

*   *   * 

And  while  the  State  exists  as  the  State,  we  keep 
looking  as  Christians  for  those  surprising  irruptions 
that  herald  the  future  towards  which  history  is  being 
drawn.   Like  those  earliest  Christians  we  live  as 
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those  upon  whom  the  end  of  the  ages  has  come.   Some- 
times these  signs  irrupt  in  Italy  or  Africa  or  a  ghetto 
in  Harlem  or  in  South  America.  Literally,  only  God 
knows  where  they  will  show  up  next .  We  herald  these 
signs  as  indications  of  the  Kingdom  to  which  we  have 
been  called.   In  short,  we  wait  and  watch  and  work 
for  the  transformation  of  history.  Which  means  the 
vindication  of  the  oppressed;  the  bringing  down  of 
the  mighty  and  the  exaltation  of  the  poor;  the  tri- 
umph of  the  human,  the  reign  of  peace  with  justice, 
the  enthronement  of  love. 

The  church  can  make  no  greater  contribution  to 
the  State  and  to  history  in  general  than  by  so  pre- 
senting Christ  that  his  Kingdom  is  established  in  the 
human  heart.   For  where  there  is  no  vision  —  no  matter 
what  the  government  may  be  —  the  people  perish. 

I  spoke  of  signs  that  point  to  the  coming  day. 
This  past  month  I  had  the  pleasure  of  reading  the  most 
enjoyable  book  on  the  sea  that  I  have  ever  come  upon. 
Some  of  you  know  it  —  Supership  by  Noel  Mostert.   In 
that  book  the  author  tells  of  a  little  island,  Tris- 
tan da  Cunha,  which  is  located  1500  miles  west  of 
Cape  Town,  South  Africa.   The  island  sits  there  on 
the  edge  of  the  Southern  Ocean.   It  has  been  called 
the  loneliest  island  in  the  world.   It  is  far  from  the 
main  shipping  lines  and  hammered  constantly  by  ter- 
rifying ocean  storms.   Yet,  people  there  cling  to  each 
other  and  the  island  with  affection. 

For  example,  back  in  1964  a  volcano  on  the  island 
erupted  and  the  entire  population  was  evacuated  to 
England.   But  after  two  years  they  asked  to  return  to 
Tristan.   A  short  time  later  the  "Cape  Times"  carried 
this  story.   It  seems  that  a  youngster  on  the  island 
broke  his  leg  in  a  hard  fall.   The  next  day  a  boat 
sailed  into  harbor  to  take  him  to  Cape  Town  for  medi- 
cal care.   "As  the  boy  lay  on  a  stretcher  at  the 
harbor  every  other  man,  woman  and  child  appeared  at 
the  top  of  a  nearby  hill.   Slowly  they  walked  down  to 
the  harbor  and  each,  in  turn,  went  up  to  him,  kissed 
him  and  wished  him  luck." 
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The  newspaper  went  on  to  editorialize:   "So  all  is 
well  in  Tristan.   It  is   comforting  to  know  that  there 
is  at  least  one  spot  in  the  world  where  hearts  are  warm 
and  where  the  old  ethical  precepts  remain.   There  is  no 
racialism  or  hatred.   They  want  for  nothing,  eat  well 
and  sleep  dreamlessly,  unaware  that  they  are  so  laugh- 
ably behind  the  times.   The  best  of  luck  to  them."  4-. 
When  we  hear  a  report  like  that  something  deep  inside 
responds,  "That's  the  way  it  ought  to  be  everywhere 
all  the  time." 

"Be  subject  for  the  Lord's  sake  to  every  human 
institution,  whether  it  be  to  the  emperor  as  supreme, 
or  to  governors  as  sent  by  him  to  punish  those  who  do 
wrong  and  to  praise  those  who  do  right."  Let  the 
State  be  the  State.   And  Let  the  Church  be  the  Church. 
Each  is  vital  to  the  other  until  the  kingdom  comes. 

CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord3   we  pray  that  the  skeptic 

within  may  not  keep  us  from 

seeing  history  as  Thy  story. 
As  kingdoms  rise  and  fall 

and  familiar  forms  give  way  to  new 

—  keep  alive  in  us  a  steady  confidence 
in  Thy  power  to  achieve  what  Thou  hast 
promised. 
These  mercies  we  implore. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.         Amen 
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